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AFAREWELL TOARISTOTLE: 

'HORIZONTAL 
COJV1MUNICATION 

Ti979 That which is utopian
� is not that which is unattainable; 

it is not idealism; 
it is a dialectic process of 
denouncing and announcing; 
denouncing the dehumanizing structure 
and announcing the humanizing structure. 

-Paulo Freire

Jnternational communication used to be, for the 
most part, a territory of quiet waters. Not any more. 
In the present decade it has become a center of majar, 
and often heated, controversy as a part of a broader 
and increasing confrontation between developed 
and developing countries. Militant discomfort be­
tween them existed airead y .... What is rather a new 
event is the foll realization that the situation of de­
pendence is also true in the cultural sphere-and the 
acknowledgement-[in] this decade-that commu­
nication does much in the service of ali three types of 
neocolonial domination.1 

Third World countries are not only struggling today to 
bring about a real end to colonialism by obtaining fair 
treatment in trade and aid. They are simultaneously 
and relatedly pursuing the establishment of a "New

l,1ternational Economic Order"2 and a "New Interna­

tional Information Order." As both these attempts are 
being actively resisted by most developed countries, 
communication has now come to lie neatly in the 
domain of international conflict. 

Manifestations of the conflict occur at different levels 
and in many places, mostly through public discus­
sion, which, since the middle of the decade, often 
reaches combustive characteristics. One illustration 

was an intergovernmental conference on national 
communication policies in Latin America held under 
UNESCO's sponsorship in Costa Rica in 1976. This 
meeting included recommendations to achieve bal­
ance in the international flow of information and to 
endow the region with an independent news agency 
capable of at least alleviating the consequences of the 
quasi-monopoly exercised by UPI and AP. From in­
ception to conclusions, the meeting was the object of 
a concerted and virulent attack by international com­
munication organizations that regarded it as a threat 
to freedom of information.3 Another illustration 
of the conflict is the recent approval by UNESCO's 
General Conference of a declaration on international 
communication.4 This compromise statement is the 
final product of a years-long fi.erce and noisy battle 
between those considering it an expression of intent 
of totalitarian control of communication and those 
perceiving it, on the contrary, as an expression of the 
will for genuinely democratizing it. 

... Toe conflict embraces severa! major areas of con­
cern. Political leaders, development strategists, 
researchers, and communication practitioners in de­
veloping countries are on the one hand questioning 
the structure, operations, financing, ideology, and 
influence of certain mighty international commu­
nication organizations. On the other hand, they are 
challenging many of the traditional concepts of com­
munication born in developed countries and not too 
long ago accepted also in the rest of the world. 

In the former area the role of international news 
agencies, TV and film exporters, and transnational 
advertisers is being condemned as a key too! for ex­
terna! domination. In the latter area, the classical 
concepts of press freedom, communication rights, 
and free flow of information, as well as the standard 
definition of news itself, are also rated instrumen­
tal for domination. Even the alien influences on the 
orientation and conduct of research5 and training in 
communication are subject to critica! assessment. 
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Finally, the very conceptualization of the nature of com­

munication, as comingfrom developed countries, is to­

day being contested in developing ones. 

... Attempts at defining communication can be 

traced back to Aristotle, who saw rhetoric as com­

posed of three elements: the spealm; the speech, and 

the listener and perceived the aim of it as "the search 

for ali possible means of persuasion." Centuries laler, 

and with many more minds working on the matter, 

this classical definition seems ... the root of almost all 

prevailing conceptualizations. 

Lasswell: Communicators after Effects 

Indeed, the most widely accepted definition of our 

age is that of Lasswell, 6 who essentially advanced 

Aristotle's proposition by adding two elements to it. 

Whereas Aristotle had identified the who, what, and 

to whom of communication, Lasswell refined the 

scheme by stipulating the how and making explicit 

the what foras follows: 

A convenient way to describe an act of communica­

tion is to answer the following questions: 

11 Who 

a SaysWhat 

;:s In Which Channel 

& ToWhom 

m With What Effect? 

Lasswell saw communication as performing three 

functions: surveillance of the environment, correla­

tion of the components of society, and cultural trans­

mission between generations. In doing so, according 

to De Fleur,7 Lasswell was atlempling to lemper the 

mechanistic influence of the classical stimulus-re­

sponse theory. He was taking into account contex­

tual or situational variables stressed as intervening 

between "S" and "R" by the social categories and 

individual differences theories. His basic paradigm 

generated prompt and widespread following. His 

attention to sorne sociostructural considerations 

did not. 

Transmission and lnfluence 

From Lasswell on, the notion of transfer was to char­

acterize many derived conceptualizations of com­

munication. Such was the case, for instance, of an 

also extensively used definition provided by Berelson 

and Steiner.8 

The transmission of information, ideas, emotions, 

skills, etc. by use of symbols-words, pictures, fig­

ures, graphs, etc. ll is the act or process of trans­

mission that is usually called communication. 

Similarily, the notion of influence (through persua­

sion) as the central goal of communication was to be 

included in severa! sub�equent dcfinitions, such as 

this one by Osgood.9 

In the most general sense, we have communication 

whenever one system, a so urce, influences another, 

the destination, by manipulation of alternative 

signals which can be transferred over the channel 

connecting them. 

Also staying with Lasswell's paradigm, Nixon'° 

stressed two ingredients of the process: the intentio11s 

of the communicator and the conditions under whic/1 

the message is received. 

From Electronics: Sources and Receivers 

Then, engineers Shannon and Weaver11 carne up witha 

mathematical theory of communication, the presenta­

tion of which they made with the following statement: 

Toe word communication will be used here in a 

very broad sense to include ali of the procedures 

by which one mind may affect another. 

Shannon and Weaver 12 conceive of a general com· 

munication system as composed of five essential parts 

(plus "noise"): 

1. An information source which produces a messag,

or sequence of messages to be communicated to

the receiving terminal. ..

2. A transmitter which operates on the message Íli

sorne way to produce a signal suitable of transnm­

sion over the channel... 
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3. Toe clumnel is merely the medium used to trans­
mit the signa! from transmitter to receiver ...

4. The receiver ordinarily performs the inverse opera­
tion of that done by the transmitter, reconstructing
the message from the signa!...

5. The destination is the person (or thing) for whom
the message is intended.

Schramm 13 adapted this model, essentially con­
structed to describe electromechanic communica­
tion, to human communication, emphasizing the 
signa! (message) encoding-decoding functions of 
the mind. Defining communication as the sharing 

of information, ideas, ar attitudes and stressing with 
different terms the Aristotelian principie that com­
munication always requires at least threc elements: 
source, message, and destination, he played up in the 
scheme the encoder and decodcr components, noted 
Schramm. 14 Substitute "microphone" for encoder, 
and "earphone" for decoder and you are talking about 
electronic communication. Consider that the source 
and encoder are one person, decoder and destination 
are another, and the signa! is language, and you are 
talking about human communication. 

Berlo15 significantly contributed also to the analysis 
of encoding-decoding operations in human com­
munication, suggesting the convenience of distin­
guishing source from encoder and decoder from 
receiver. Furthermore, Berlo advocated perceiving 
communication as a process. 16 

If we accept the concept of process, we view 
the events and relationships as dynamic, on­
going, ever-changing, continuous ... TI1e ingredi­
ents within a process interact; each affects ali of 
the others .... Communication theory reflects a 
process point of view .... 

From Cybernetics: Feedback for Control 

Cybernetics added one more factor to the description 
oftheprocess:feedback. It refers to control mechanisms 
enabling organisms to adjust automatically to behav­
ioural goals. These are essentially communication 

mechanisms. In fact, as Wiener17 understands cyber­
netics, "It is the study of messages, and in particular of 
effective message control. .. " 

Although these concepts were intended to apply ba­
sically to the engineering and physiological domains, 
severa! theoreticians of human communication ac­
ceptecl them as useful also to describe the process of 
this latter. For, if sources were to attain, through their 
messages, the effects they in tended over the receivers, 
they had to get back, from these latter, reactive clues as 
to the effectiveness of their persuasive attempts and, 
accordingly, adjust their messages to those goals. One 
example of such assimilation is found in the model 
proposed by Westley and McLean. 18 

The Endurable Scheme: S-M-C-R 

Finally, the human or social communication model 
derived from the concatenated ·conceptualizations 
r.:viewecl here carne to include the following elements 
as fundamental: Source-Encoder-Message-Chan­

nel-Decoder-Receiver-E.ffect. And its para­
mount purpose -persuasion - was stressed: "When 
people control one another, they do so primarily 
through communicalion." 19 

Toe basic definitions and general schemes so far 
inventoried in this paper permeated the scientific 
literature pertinent to communication, reproduc­
ing their key elements in severa! more specialized 
definitions. For instance, Hovland2º understood 
interpersonal communication as an interacting situ­
ation in which an individual (the communicator) 
transmits stimuli (usually verbal symbols) to modify 
the behaviour of other inclividuals in a face-to-face 
setting. Comparably, mass communication has been 
perceived as follows: "Every mass-communicated act 
can be broken down into five elements: communica­

tors who transmit a given message through a channel 

to an audience with sorne kind of effect." 21 Likewise, 
nonverbal communication was defined as "the trans­
fer of meaning, involving the absence of symbolic 
sound representations."22 
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In summary, the traditional definition of communica­
tion is one depicting it as the act or process of trans­

mission of messages from sources to receivers through 

the exchange of symbols (pertaining to codes shared 

by them) by means of signal-carrying channels. In this 

classical paradigm, the chief aim of communication is 
the communicator's intent to affect in given directions 

the behaviour of the communicateees ... .  

Early Criticisms of Traditional 
Conceptualizations 

Definitions are the product of refl.ections about expe­

rience and, in turn, at least to sorne extent, they orient 

practice. Basically, the traditional conceptualization of 

communication and the classical paradigrn of it were 
the result of experience with cornmunication in the 
United States of America and Western Europe. Toe 

model then reflected bacl<. on the subsequent practice 
of communication (production, teaching, research, 

etc.) and not only in those countries but rnost every­
where else in the world. Its impact proved particular­
ity strong on communication training and research, 

activities started sorne 40 years ago. 

No Transmission and No Act 

... Nevertheless, the pattern did not rernain unchal­

lenged for too long, although its influence was to 

show strength and penetration so remarkable that il 
survives to this day. From different standpoints a few 

precursors began questioning sorne aspects of the tra­
ditional model. Toch and MacLean were arnong them, 
but a scholar who articulated and propagated a major 
early criticisrn was David K. Berlo, chairman of the 

Department of Communicalion at Michigan Slate 

University. Berlo23 argued against what he labelled the 

"bucket" theory of communication as follows: 
This viewpoint assumes that meanings are to be 
found in words or other syrnbols and that com­
munication consists of the transmission of ideas 
from one individual to another through the use 
of symbols. This can be characterized as a process 

of dumping ideas from the source into a bucket­
such as a film, a lecture, a book, a television 

program or what-have-you and shipping the 
bucket over to the receiver and dumping the con­

tents into his head ... Toe communication posi­
tion is that meanings are not contained in the 

symbols used but are found in the people who 

produce and receive those symbols. There are 

no right meanmgs for a symbol. There only are 
whatever meanings people have. Correspond­
ingly, communication is not viewed as the trans­

mission of ideas_ or information through the use 

of a message-media vehicle. Rather it is consid­

ered as the selection and transmission of symbols 

which have a probability of eliciting the intended 

meaningfrom the receiver [emphasis added]. 

Two basic assumptions of the traditional conceptual­

ization were being questioned here. On the one hand, 

the mechanical notion of knowledge transfer from 

one mind to another by means of signals transported 
by channels was being replaced by one arguing that 
symbols were only slimuli exerled by the source on 

the receiver with the expectation that they would 
make the latter retrieve from his experience the rnean­

ings involved and thus, probably, obtain from hirn the 

behavioral responses intended. In a certain sense, this 

implied a non-passive role by the receiver. And thus, 

on the other hand, the reformulation involved a rela­

tionship of interaction rather than one in which the 

action was only performed by the source/ emitter of 
the stimuli. This, in turn, was rooted in the percep­
tion of communication as a process that Berlo had 

proposed. Moreover, with communication being 
perceived as interactive and a process, the concept of 

feedback had lo gain in relevance. Its bidirectionality 

was now played up conceptually. Later, sorne of the 
most distinguished academic leaders of the profession 
carne to share this acknowledgement, as can be seen in 
the following statement ofDaniel Lerner24

: 

We have studied communication as a linear op­
eration in which a certain sender uses a certaim 
channel to deliver a message to a receiver ( an atn-, 
dience) who then is affected in sorne way by tlutt 

message ... Today, even saber professionals Jili:, 
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ourselves recognize that two-way interaction and 

feedback are essential concepts in our thinking 

about communication and its future. 

Referring to the traditional models of communica­

tion, Wilbur Schrarnm25 himself admitted: "They ali

were built upan the idea of something being trans­

ferred from a sender to a receiver. I am going to ask 

whether this is any longer the most fruitful way to 

look at communication'.' And, in assessing models 

somewhat more socially oriented, he added: "Their es­

sential element is not something passing from sender 

to receiver, like a baseball from pitcher to catcher (per­

haps with a batter between them to represent noise) 

but rather a relationship'.' 

Toe partial amendment of the transmission con­

cept, as well as its interaction-process corollary, were 

evidently not resisted at the conceptual leve!. In fact, 

severa! scholars sincerely shared them as is seen, for 

instance, in Gerbner's26 definition of communication 

as social interaction through the exchange of mes­

sages involving cultural sharing. Models developed 

by Newcomb, Westley and MacLean,27 and Sch­

ramm28 emphasized the audience as an active com­

ponent of the process, so active, in fact, that was now 

called "obstinate."29 

Practice Betrays lfheory 

At the operational leve!, however, the established 

concepts had-and still have-but negligible appli­

cation to every-day practice. For the most part, com­

munication training appears still based today on the 

notion of transmission. And in the research activity, 

many-such as, Brooks and Scheidel,30 Smith,31 and 

Arundale32 -have noted that the majority of studies 

are in fact still conducted taking communication as 

a static phenomenon while the academic community 

verbally professes adherence to the notion of proc­

ess. Bauer,19 on the other hand, demonstrated how 

communication research was limited by the trans­

mission paradigm. And Kumata '3 explained that ad­

herence to old concepts and methods had produced 

unidimensional communication research unable to 

cope with complex and dynamic social realities. 

Similarily, although professional discourse does ac­

knowledge widely the two-way nature of communi­

cation, the practice of it still conforms predominantly 

to the unilinear S-M-C-R traditional paradigm. 

Katz and Lazarsfeld34 demonstrated that the "hypo­

dermic effect" of the mass media on the isolated in­

dividual in the lonely crowd was actually mediated by 

reference groups and through influentials in a two­

step flow fashion. This gave opportunities for paying 

attention to social interaction considerations. 

Nevertheless, "what they described as interaction 

between the receiver and bis social communication 

network is generally still a one-way model" (Harms 

and Richstad).35 Indeed, as Coleman36 noted, com­

munication researchers placed exaggerated emphasis 

on the individual as the unit of analysis, neglecting 

the relationship between sources and receivers. The 

strong influence of social psychology on communica­

tion research provided later another set of opportuni­

ties for perceiving communication as affected by the 

structure containing it. And so did the concomitant 

research based upon the very popular model of diffu­

sion of innovations. However, on the former, Zires de 

Janka37 pointed out that " .... the basic framework of

the scheme was neitller altered nor questioned'.' And, 

on the latter, severa! critics have noted that, in spite of 

its attention to sorne sociocultural variables, it failed 

to grasp tlle determinant influence tllat archaic social 

structures exert on communication (Cuellar and Gu­

tierrez).38 Admitting, these and other shortcomings,

Rugers39 strongly advocated for research metllodolo­

gies tapping relationships, such as network analysis. 

Research is not tlle only area of activity where tlie 

traditional model exhibits stubborn endurance. The 

practice of international communication constitutes 

an eloquent example of how also at tlie leve! of na­

tions communication essentially occurs in a unilin­

ear direction from tlie developed countries to the 
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underdeveloped ones. As has been extensivelyverified, 
U. S. transnational news agencies and advertising 
firms control the great majority of the respective busi­
nesses almost all over the world. And what was for 
years proclaimed as "the free flow of information" has 
been found by reseai-ch to be pretty much a one-way 
flow and not exactly free, especially in view of propa­
ganda uses of news and ads addressed at manipulating 
public opinion.40• 41• 42 

lnformation: Not Equal to Communication 

Another linc of criticism focused on lhe confusion 
between information and communication resulting 
also from the traditional schemes. An Argentinian 
analyst argued about the nature of communication 
as follows: 

Communication is not an act but a process by 
which an individual enters into mental co-opera­
tion with another individual until they come to 
constitute a common conscience ... Information, 
instead, is just a unilateral translation of a mes­
sage from an emitter to a receiver ... The radia­
tion, from centralized informants, of messages 
without dialogical return, cannot be identified 
with the intersubjective co-activity of which 
comrnunication ·consists.43 

Lil�ewise, a Peruvian scholar, Rafael Roncagliolo'11 con­
tended that "we are witnessing a reduction in human 
communication-a concept that implies reciprocity­
in favor of information and dissemination; that is, of 
ali the modern forms of imposition by transmitters 
upon receivers that we erroneously continue to call 
mass communication:'45 European scholars concur: 

To communicate refers to a two-way process, 
which has emotional as well as cognitive elements 
and which takes place in non-verbal as well as 
verbal forms. To inform on the other hand refers 
to a one-way process of predominantly knowl­
edge oriented, verbal communication. 

Andan analyst of communication rights, Jean D'Arcy46 

predicts that: "Toe tin1e will come when the Universal 

Declaration ofHuman Rights will have to encompass 
a more extensive right than man's right to informa­
tion, first laid down (in 1948) in Article 19. This is the 
right of man to communicate:' 

The criticisms so far reviewed in this paper can be 
summarized in the following manner: (1) Traditional 
definitions and models are unilinear, wrongly postu­
lating a mechanical notion of communication as the 
transmission of information from active sources to 
passive receivers. Actually, there is no transmission; 
thcrc is only elicilation oí meanings which airead y ex­
ist 111 people and who, in decoding symbols, become 
actively involved. (2) Those models, moreover, are 
based on the erroneous notion that communication 
is an act, a static phenomenon privileging the source; 
communication is really a process where ali elements 
operate dynamically. Thus it is eminently a case of 
social relationships, a phenomenon of multiple ex­
change of experiences, and not a unilateral exercise of 
individual influence. (3) The models, finally, induce a 
confusion betwccn information, which can be trans­
ferrcd, by a one-way act, and communication, which 
is dilferent and broader than information as its two­
way nature necessarily involves interaction, seeking 
commonality of meanings or conscience. 

Recent Criticisms: Different Concerns 

Most of the criticisms of the traditional definitions 
and models of communication surfaced within the 
very society that had generated these latter: the United 
States of America. Thus, understandably, those criti­
cisms included aspects of interest to that society and 
excluded others which were not of its concern. One in 
the latter category has been, most evidently, persua-
sion. With very few exceptions, objections to persua­
sion as the central aim of communication were nO! 
raised in the United States.47 Behavioural manipula­
tion of people through the means of communication 
appeared to be natural and legitimate in that country. 
Already in 1957 Merton48 had asked: "How can we an­
alyze propaganda, films, radio, and print in such a wa¡ 
that we can determine what is likely to produce gfríll 
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effects?" (Emphasis added.) For many years, many 

people concentrated on seeldng answers: 

Toe all-consuming question that has dominated 

research and the development of contemporary 

theory in the study of the mass media can be 

summed up in simple terms, namely, 'What has 

been their effect?' .... Persuasion is only one pos­

sible "effect" among many, but upon which great 

attention has been focused. It has been assumed 

that an effective persuasive message is one which 

has properties capable of altering the psychologi­

cal functioning of the individual in such a way 
that he will respond overtly (toward the item 

which is the object of persuasion) in modes de­

sired or suggested by the communicator.49

On the other hand, when attention was granted to so­

ciocultural variables affecting communication behav­

iour, this seemed essentially motivated by persuaders 

having learned that individuals could not be most 

effectively influenced if taken as detached from their 

societal context. Basically, the challenge then became 

how to best use the social environment to help attain 

audience responses fitting with the purposes of com­

municators, or how to secure individual compliance 

with the norms and values of their social structure. 

... Evidently, the classical paradigm had steered re­

searchers to concentrate their studies on the persuasi­

bilityof the receiver, as an individual and as member of 

social groupings, so as to be able to help control his be­

havior. "If from time to time attention has been given 

to sorne other aspect of the media, for example, to the 

nature of the communicator, the structure of media 

content, or the nature of the audiences, the ultimate 
purpose was to see how variations in thcsc factors 

have influenced the kinds of responses that have re­

sulted from exposure to the media:''º Not surprisingly, 

research on the source was especially neglected.51
•
52 

Persuasion: A Tool forthe Status Quo 

1l1e classical paradigm also lead researchers to focus on 

mass communication functions in society, which had 

been expanded beyond Lasswell's basic propositions 

by Lazarsfeld and Merton,53 Wright,54 and others.

Whereas the effects orientation sought to find out what 

media do to people, the functions orientation aimed at 

finding what media do for people. 

It was in Latin America, where objections to both ori­

entations were probably first made. In 1970, Armand 

Mattelart55 argued: 

Toe study of effects indicates the therapeutic and 

operative nature of this sociology whose aim is to 
improve the relationship between a given audience 

and a message-emitting commercial firm .... Toe 

analysis of functions indicates the preoccupation 

of this sociology with the receiver's motivation . ... 

Now, if we look for the common point between 

these observations, we shall see that neither of the 

two is conceivable without the researcher implic­

itly endorsing the extant social system:' 

TI1e analyst explained his assessment of functional­

ism as a pro-status quo orientation by stressing " ... 
the fact that the indicator of a rupture with the system 

(the dysfunction) is never considered in its prospec­
tive or transformational aspect. ... Toe dysfunction 

is never explicitly regarded as the fundament for an­

other system."56 

Facilitating Mercantilism and Propaganda 

Toe presence of a conservative bias in persuasion op­

erations may not constitute a substantive preoccupa­

tion in societies such as the United States of America. 

But it is a matter of serious concern for societies such 

as those of Latín America, especially in terms of in­
ternational communication. Tims, naturally, severa! 
Latín Americans shared the early criticisms of the 

traditional paradigm, such as the one on mechanism. 

TI1ey, however, contended, that aclmowledging the 

fact that communication is a process falls short of di­

vesting the scheme from its authoritarian affiliation.57 

... Because of a long experience, Latín Americans 

questioned them as instrumental for mercantilism, 
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propaganda, and alienation. They saw them as com­

ponents ofboth U. S. externa! domination and of that 

internally exerted in each of the region's countries by 

power elites over the masses. 

Latín American analysts recalled that propaganda 
had been deemed a necessity by the founding fathers 

of communication science, such as Lasswell, who re­
garded propaganda as the "new hammer and anvil of 
social solidarity:'58 They were aware that World War 
II was the origin of mass communication theory, re­

search, and modern practice:'59 And they had reasons 

to feel that the traditional paradigm was well suited 

to the United States and Western European postwar 

purposes of overseas economic, political, and cultural 

empire-like expansion that keeps countries such as 

those of Latín America in a situation of underdevel­

opment resembling colonial days:'60 

Such preoccupations were substantiated by evidence 
of quasi-monopolistic control of international news, 

advertising, and film and television materials by the 

United States, as well as of related investments and 
policies of this country abroad.61 Toe analysts also ex­

pressed alarm when the United States Congress inves­
tigations revealed that, beyond the overt propaganda 

activities of the United States Information Agency 
(USIA), covert United States government activities in 

communication in and on Latin America had talcen 

place not only to discredit but even to help overthrow 

sorne change-oriented and legitimately established 

governments of Latin America.62 And they noted that 

ali such operations were instances of communication 

practice congenia! with the undemocratic, unilinear 

transmission and persuasion mentality. 

On the other hand, Latin Americans do not celebrate 

feedback as understood in the classical paradigm. They 

feel it expresses a privilege of sources to allow their re­

ceivers to respond to the initiatives of those controlling 

the media. They also point out that feedback is exclu­

sively used to malee sure that the message is adjusted to 

the receiver in such a manner that he will understand 

it and comply with the communicator's requests. 63• 64 

Alienation: lmposing an ldeology 

We Latín Americans are quite emphatic about the 

alienating influences of mass communication. Re­

search has extensively documented the overwhelming 

influence of United States orientation, content, and 
financing on the mass media of the region. Severa! 

studies have uncovered the inculcation of a series of 
alien values and norms amounling to the promotion 
of a whole way of life: the capitalist ideology. This takes 
place through virtually all media but appears more 
pronounced via television, specialized magazines (in­

cluding comics), transnational advertising in general, 

and foreign news.65 

In being worried about the consequences of such me­

dia content, the Latin Americans object also to certain 

nontraditional conceptualizations of communication 

such as those of Marshall McLuhan.66 For instance, 

Antonio Pasquali,67 a Venezuelan philosopher and 
researcher of communication, rejects as conservative 

the postulate that "the medium is the message:' This 

objection is not meant to deny that today's ubiquitous 

presence of the mass media must have, per se, sorne 
influence on people. It is addressed at preventing such 

conformist statements from throwing a veil over the 

reality of the impact of noxious messages carried by 

the media. These viewpoints are shared by other Latin 
Americans, such as Diaz Bordenave.68 "In spite of 

whatever Marshall McLuhan may argue, the content 
of social communication media is relevant for the de­

velopment of persons and thus for national develop· 

ment:' Latín Americans are not too sure that the world 

has become a "global village" since millions of thern, 

to start with, have no access whatever to any mass me­

dia. And, if the magic of electronics is indeed bringing 

ali of humanity together, they fear the "village" will be 

run, more than ever before in history, by the few and 

the mighty. On the other hand, Latin Americans are 

not alone in suspecting that, for all his shocking origi· 

nality, McLuhan is not really too far apart from the 

classical conservative mentality in that-as pointed 

out by Finkelstein69-he can be regarded as the fore­
most spokesman of the corporate establishment. 
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Vertical Communication 

"We cannot conceive of the exercise of power by in­
dividual A over individual B without sorne commu­
nication from A to B."70 Latin America is a most clear 
example of the appropriateness of such statement. A 
sheer minority of its population exerts power over the 
vast majority so as to secure overall domination. To 
do so, the oligarchic elites' recourse to mass commu­
nication is a too! for keeping the situation unchanged. 

This use of communication is often done in such an 
undemocratic manner that leads to calling it "verti­
cal communication," as Pasquali, Freire and Gerace 
did. And this which happens between social classes 
within each Latin American country also happens 
between all of them-a dependent society-and the 
United States of America, its externa! dominator. In 
both cases, the powerful subordinate the powerless 
with the assistance of communication. 

Toe situation neatly fits with the linearity of the 

classical paradigm, which <loes not favour demo­

cratic communication behaviour, as the following 

observation suggests: 
What often takes place under the label of com­
munication is little more than a dominating 
monologue in the interest of the starter of the 
process. Feedback is not employed to provide an 
opportunity for genuine dialogue. Toe receiver 
of the messages is passive and subdued, as he 
is hardly ever given proportionate opportuni­
ties to act concurrently also as a true and free 

emitter; his essential role is that of listening 
and obeying. 71 

Many in Latin America agree with such statements. 
Gerace72 feels that it is urgent to conceive other com­
munication theories more in accordance with this 
regían and with the Third World in general. And a 
Paraguayan scholar puts it this way: 

We must overcome our mental compulsion to 
perceive our own reality through foreign con­
cepts and ideologies and learn to look at commu­
nication and adoption from a new perspective.71 

The Freirean Perspective: A Landmark 

New perspectives emerged in the early part of the 
l 960s, thanks to a Brazilian Catholic teacher and
philosopher of education, Paulo Freire. His view of
education as a too! of liberation of the masses from
oppression by the elites earned him exile from his
country at the middle of the decade. Since then, writ­
ing first from Chile, and later from Geneva, he has
seen his ideas spread internationally and put into ex -
perimentation even in Africa .... 

Education for Oppression 

Freire74 launched a major critique of traditional edu­
cation as a too! for cultural domination of the majori­
ties by the conservative elites. Just as Berlo had called 
the traditional transmission scheme "bucket" theory 
of communication, Freire called classical pedagogy 
"banking" education. "Bankers" (teachers) are those 
representing the "rich" in knowledge (the members 
of the power elites who monopolize information 
along with most everything else of value in society) 

who make "deposits" in the minds of the "poor" (ig­

norant), the students, who are to receive passively 
the "wealth" so transferred to them. Toe "deposits" 
contain the set of norms, myths, and values of the 
oppressors of humanity. If the oppressed learn them 
well, they can hope to move up in the socio-economic, 
política! and cultural structure presided over by the 
oppressors. That is, they can "cash in" one <lay the 
deposits for the material goods that the bankers are 
willing to paternalistically grant them as a reward for 

conforming to their ideology and not upsetting the 
established order. In doing so, most of the oppressed 
tend to become oppressors since, although sorne may 
wish to act differently, they are "afraid of freedom:' In 
this manner the exploited masses themselves are used 
to help secure the perpetuation of the system. And as 
Gerace75 pointed out: "Perhaps the worst oppression is 

that which grabs the soul of man, turning him into the 
shadow of his oppressor:' 

Thus Freire76 warns that: "No pedagogy that is truly 
liberating can remain distant from the oppressed by 
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treating them as unfortunates and by presenting far 

their emulation models from among the oppressors. The 
oppressed must be their own example in the struggle 
for their redemption:' 

How is Truth Propagated? 

Behind "banking education'' lies-Pinto77 argues-a 
theory of knowledge that defines the relationships 
prevailing between a subject who knows and a real­
ity-object which is known. Such reality is understood 

as something static and finished. And both the sub­
ject who knows and thc known object are regarded 
as metaphysical entities as well as fixed and distinct 
units. 1his accounts for making very difficult the 
subject-object relationship. It is hard for the subject 
to comprehend the object. When eventually he man­
ages to comprehend it, what is born is a relationship 
of ownership between the former and the latter. Here 
comes in, adds Pinto, the notion of truth as the posses­
sion of the subject. Pinto con eludes: 

It is then generated between educator and 
learner, a totally vertical social relationship: 
the educator-subject, owner of absolute truth, 
deposits it (imposes) into the intelligence of the 
learner, who receives it passively (memorizes) ... 
This verticality implies an intellectual domi­
nation of the educator over the learner, which 
is supported by a system of disciplinary sanc­
tions so that the truth shall always be accepted 
without contestation. 78 

Domestication lnstead of Liberation 

Such an authoritarian relationship, Freire feels, is 
manipulative of persons, who are treated as things 
or animals. Regardless ofhow much this may be dis­
guised at times by apparently non-ruthless teaching 

devices, it constitutes an offence to human dignity 
and freedom. Such "domestication'' is only possible 
because the teacher, instead ofhelping the student to 
demystify reality, contributes to the further mystifica­
tion of it. Thus the student is not allowed to discover 
that culture is superior to nature, that man is a his­
torical being able to constant!y transform its physical 

and social reality, and that the oppressed, rather than 
accepting such reality fatalistically, are capable of free­
ing themselves from it and constructing a different 
one .... Freire stresses:79 

This is why, to us, education as the practice of 
freedom, is not the transfer or transmission of 
wisdom or culture, it is not the extension oftech­
nical knowledge, it is not the act of depositing 
reports or facts in learners, it is not the "perpetu­
ation of the values of a given culture:' it is not "the 
effort of adaptation of the learner to his milieu. 

In addition to submissiveness and passivity, lack of 
creativity is seen as one consequence of the "bank­
ing" type of education. Prevented from reasoning 
critically, the person is inhibited from developing 
his imagination; his consciousness about nature and 
social existence remains naive and often [perceived 
as] magic, as the rulers prefer it to be. This may also 
foster selfish individualism and competitiveness 
among the opprcs&cd rather lhan solidarity and co­
operation. 1hus society remains as if narcotized to 
serve the ends ofthe minorities controlling education 
and communication. 

The Media: Agents of Subjugation 

Freire regarded mass communication media as propa• 
gators of the myths, norms and values of the aligar· 
chic minorities and, as such, vertical and alienating 
communication tools in charge of helping attain the 
subjugation of the oppressed. And referring to the in· 
terpersonal adult education format known as agricul· 
tura! extension, established in Latin America through 
U. S. [foreign] aid, the Brazilian scholar attacked itas 
tl1e opposite of true communication since to educalf 
is not to extend something from the "seat of wisdom• 
to the "seat of ignorance:' 

For us, education as the practice of freedoim 
is, above and befare ali, a truly agnostic siltl­
ation, that in which the act of knowing d<X! 
not end in the object to be known since it geti 
in communication with other subjects that a.ri 

also knowledgeable.79 
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Towards Democratic Communication 

With very few exceptions, early critics of the traditional 
conceptualisations of communication <lid not reach 
deep enough into the roots of what they criticized: econ­
omy and poli tics, the power game. One of those excep­
tions was the late C. Wright Mills:'80 who denounced 
the mass media as promoters of a psychological illiter­
acy among the masses addressed at favouring the hege­
mony of the powerelites. Recently, Rogers81 claimed that 
the linear models imply an autocratic, one-sided view 
of human relationships and rated the classical pattern 
a "passing paradigm:' And Professor Lasswell himself, 
in prospecting in 1972 the future of world communica­
tion as related to the development of nations, carne to 
anticipate two contrasting paradigms. He labelled one 
the "oligarchic model" serving thcaims oflransnational 
power centers: "In striving to consolidate an oligarchic 
world public order, the instruments of communica­
tion are used to indoctrinate and distract:' Lasswell 
labelled the alternative a "participatory modeI;' under 
which he sees that " ... mass media provide attention 
opportunities that generate and re-edit common maps 
ofman's past, present, and future and strengthen a uni­
versal and differentiated sense ofidentity and common 
interest.82 To Harms and RichstadR3 the oligarchic 
model "is seen as parallel to the linear, one-way trans­
mission communication model that has been em­
ployed in the study of mass communication and other 
source-controlled systems:' 

To a large extent, however, it has been Latin American 
perspectives which uncovered the roots of the classi­
cal transmission/persuasion pro status quo paradigm: 
the undemocratic nature of social relationships within 
nations and between them. Indeed virtually ali Latin 
, American criticisms are well condensed i_n the expres­

slon "vertical communication"; that is, from the top 
· down, domineering, imposing, monological and ma­
'nipulatory: in short, not democratic.

So perceived, communication is not a technical
question to be antiseptically dealt with in isolation
from the economic, political and cultural structure

of society. lt is a political matter largely determined 
by this structure and, in turn, contributes to the 
perpetuation of it. Thus, the search for a way out of 
such a situation is addressed in moving from verti­
cal/undemocratic communication to horizontal/ 
democratic communication .... 

Theoretical and Practica! Advances 

In di verse parts of the world, but especially in the less 
developed countries, and notoriously in those ofLatin 
America, horizontal communication technologies are 
being experimented with. They are face-to-face com­
munication procedures, such as Freire's conscientiza­
tion, special combinations of mass media with group 
techniques, or group communication formats built 
around modern audio-visual instruments. In Peru, 
for instan ce, mobile videotape units are being used for 
rural nonformal education in a way that gives peas­
ants opportunities for being not only receivers but 
also emitters of messages.84

• 
85 In the same country a 

large effort with simple media, such as community 
newspapers and loudspeaker systems, is turning slum 
people into active and autonomous communicators.86 

And in Uruguay, audio-cassette units provided with 
recording facilities are maldng cooperative farmers 
share in a nationwide teleforum whose contents they 
determine.87 UNESCO is sponsoring studies, bibliog­
raphies, and publications in this area of"mini-media" 
or "intermediate" communication technologies. Inter­
national meetings directly and exclusively addressed 
at participatory communication have recently taken 
place in Yugoslavia and Ecuador.88

•
89 

Severa] authors have contributed to the reformulation 
of the concept of communication. Few, however, con­
centrated on this task suffi.ciently to arrive at a system­

,11 ic design oí modds oí dcmocral ic communication. By 
1967, Moles�" had offered the nolion of"cultural cycle" 
involving creator, micromedia, mass media and macro­
media. In 1970 Schaeffer91 proposed the communica­
tion triangle with the mediator as central. Concurrently, 
Williams92 urged researchers to study communication 
as a relational phenomenon of transaction. 
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At the onset of the present decade, Johannesen93 pro­
du�ed a valuable analytical summary of conceptual­
izations of "communication as dialogue:' In critically 
analysing conununication as related to the mass cul­
ture, Pasquali94 provided sorne basis for horizontal 
communication thought. Díaz Bordenave95 percep­
tively evaluated the initial evolution of the concept of 
communication towards a democratic model, which 
had been highly stimulated by Freire's thinking. Toen 
Cloutier96 formulated the "EMIREC" scheme, which 
attempted to bring together emitter and receiver. And, 
elaborating on Freire's education for liberation pro­
posal as well as capitalizing on pioneer experiences in 
Bolivia and Perú, Gerace97 explored further the nature 
ofhorizontal communication, and Gutierrez98 wrote on 
the notion of "total language:' Almost invariably across 
these and other similar works, dialogue was played up 
as the crucial agent of democratic communication . .. .  

A more recent and methodical proposition is that of 
Fernando Reyes Matta,99 who developed in consid­
erable detall a macro-operative "model of commu­
nication with active social participation:' More than 
explicitly attempting to redefine communication, this 
Latin American analyst postulated a broad pragmatic 
blueprint of institutional organization to make pos­
sible horizontal communication. Although concepts 
such as communication rights, access, and participa­
tion appeared not to have been sufficiently defined, 
Reyes Matta sought to utilize them in interrelated 
ways. Other recent contributions to conceptualizing 
horizontal communication are those of Azcueta, 103 

Diaz Bordenave, 104 Jouet,105
•
1º6 and Pinto.107 CIES­

PAL108 has published a preliminary report of its 1978 
Quito meeting on participatory communication. 

Finally, two UnitedStates researchers-L.S. Harms10º
· 

101 and Jim Richstad102-conducted pioneer system­
atic efforts to interrelate the notions of communi­
cation rights, resources, and needs. They arrived at 
an interchange model of human communication 
which, in spite of limitations such as its purely dy­
adic nature, offers democratizing insights and shows 

considerable heuristic power. This model di<l not 
attempt to integrate communication rights-needs­
resources with access-dialogue-participation in com­
munication. And neither the model of Reyes Matta 
nor that of Harms and Richstad deals specifically 
wilh communicalion purpo:,es, such as persuasion. 

The Nature of Horizontal Communication 

In light of the criticisms reviewed, the innovative 
propositions just summarized and other related con­
siderations, the following definition 1s now proposed 
for discussion: 109 

Communication is the process of democratic social 
interaction, based upon exchange of symbols, by 
which human beings voluntarily share experiences 
under conditions of free and egalitarian access, 
dialogue, and participation. Everyone has the right 
to communicate in order to satisfy communication 
needs by enjoying communication resources.110 

Human beings communicate with multiple purposes. 
Toe exertion of influence on the behavior of others is 
not the main one. 

Access is the eff ective exercise of the right to 
receive messages. 

Dialogue is the effective exercise of the right to con­
currently receive and emit messages. 

Participation is the effective exercise of the right to 
emit messages. 

Communication right is the natural entitlement of ev­
ery human being to emit and receive messages, inter­
mittently or concurrently. 

Communication need is both a natural individual de­
mand anda requirement of social existence to use com­
munication resources in order to engage in the sharing 
of experiences through symbol-mediated interaction. 

Communication resource is any energy/matter el­
ement-cognitive, affective or physical-usable 
to make possible the exchange of symbols among 
human beings. 
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Freedom is a relative concept. Absolute freedom is nei­

ther desirable nor viable. Each individual's freedom is 

limited by the freedom of the others, the restriction 
being the product of a social responsibility agreement 

in the service of common good. Each society's free­
dom is relative to the freedom of other societies. 

Egalitarianism is a relative concept. Absolute equality 

is not possible. Total symmetry in the distribution of 

opportunities for emitting and receiving messages is 
unattainable. Comparable opportunities are possible 
inasmuch as expanding the receiving opportunities 
is possible and inasmuch as significantly reducing 
the concentration of emitting opportunities may not 
be impossible. Thus, a fair balance of proportions is 
sought; mathematical equivalence is not. 

Exerting behavioural influence is a licit communica­

tion purpose on condition that it is oot unilateral, au­

thoritarian or manipulatory. That is to say, persuasion 

that at least potentially is mutual and which in effect 

respects human dignity needs not be dismissed as an 

aim of communication. Even in such cases, however, 
persuasion is but one among the many and diverse 
goals of communication and should not be deemed 

the most important. 

A Few Operative Considerations 

l. Toe free and egalitarian access-dialogue-participa­
tion process of communication is based upon the

rights-needs-resources structure and is addressed
to the fulfillment of multiple purposes.

2. Access is a precondition for horizontal commu­
nication since, without comparable opportunities
for all persons to receive messages, there can be, to
start with, no democratic social interaction.

3. Dialogue is the axis of horizontal communication

for, if genuine democratic interaction is to take

place, each person should have comparable oppor­

tunities for emitting and receiving messages so as

to preclude monopolization of the word through

monologue. Given that, under such perspective,

these opposite roles are subsumed into a constant

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

and balanced dual performance, ali participants in 

the communication process should be identified 
as "communicators," as Harms-Richstad correctly 

proposed. Thus the differentiation between the 

two separate options-"source" and "receiver" -
becomes no longer appropriate. 

Toe conviction that dialogue-conversation - is 

at the heart of true human communication is held 

not only by educators like Freire. Toe philosopher 
Buber111 is a strong advocate of it. And so are psy-
chiatrists and psychologists such as Car! Rogers112 

and Eric Fromm.113 Dialogue makes possible a cul-
tura! environment favorable to freedom and ere-
ativity of the type deemed most conducive to foil 
growth of intelligence by biologist Jean Piaget. 1 14 

Participation is the culmination ofhorizontal com-

munication because without comparable opportu-

nities for all persons to emit messages the process 
would remain governed by the few. 

From a perspective of practica! viability, access-
dialogue-participation constitutes a probabilistic 
sequence. This is to say that, in terms of degree of 

difficulty of attainment, access is at a low level, dia-
logue at an intermediate one, and participation at a 

high level. Getting more people to receive messages 

is deemed easier than building circumstances that 
would make dialogue possible and doing this latter 

is regarded as more feasible than effectively turning 

every person into a significant emitter. 
Access is essentially a quantitative matter. Dia-
logue is eminently a qualitative matter. And par-
ticipation is a qualitative/quantitative matter. 
Access, dialogue and participation are the key 
components of the systemic process of horizon-
tal communication. They have a relationship of 

interdependence. Namely, (a) the more the ac-

cess, the higher the probabilities of dialogue and 

participation; (b) the better the dialogue, the 
more the usefulness of access and the greater the 

impact of participation; and (e) the more and bet-

ter the participation, the more the probabilities 
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of occurrence of dialogue and access. All together, 

the more access, dialogue and participation there 

is, the more communication needs will be satisfied 

and communication rights will be effective, and 

the more and better will communication resources 

be used. 

8. Self-management, illustrated by the outstand­

ing Yugoslavian experience with communication

enterprises which are neither prívate nor govern­

mental but communitarian, is deemed the most

advanced and wholistic form of participation sin ce

it allows the citizenry to decide on policy, plans

and actions. 115 

9. Feedback is a positive key feature of dialogue when

it operates in a balanced multidirectional way by

which each and every person involved in a com­

munication situation gives it and receives it in

comparable proportions. Feedback is contrary to

dialogue when it is unidirectional, for it serves de­

pendence, not balanced interdepcndence.

1 O. TI1e practice of horizontal communication is more 

viable in the case of interpersonal formats (indi­

vidual and group) than in the case of impersonal 

(mass) formats. An obvious technical explanation 

for it is the intrinsic difficulty of attaining feedback 

in mass communication. But the main explana­

tion is political: the fact that the means of mass 

communication, for the most part, are entrenched 

tools of the conservative and mercantilistic forces 

controlling the means of production nationally 

and internationally. 

A Word of Caution and a Word of Hope 

Restraint is indispensable. Horizontal communica­

tion is, conceptually, the exact opposite of vertical 

communication. But, realistically, the former should 

not be regarded necessarily as a substitute for the lat­

ter. Under given circumstances, it can be such. Under 

different circumstances, it can be a co-existing alter­

native. As Buber116 pointed out, dialogue is not always 

possible. And, it can be added, monologue is often 

not avoidable and sometimes it turns even necessary, 

THE POPULAR AND THE MASS 

Excerpt from: Cuadernos de 

Comunicación 

By Jesús Martín Barbero 

lt is time to break from the cybernetic 

model of sender-message-receiver, etc. 

The break must be a radical one, since this 

model prevents.us from think1ng "domination," or 

from knowing how the dominated decipher the 

messages of the communications media. Such a 

break involves a double displacement. First, the 

processes and products of mass culture must 

be placed historically; second, they must be 

placed within the context of tl1e other fields and 

spheres in which culture is produced today. What 

is vital in this historical placement is to abandon 

the idealism that causes us to believe that the 

cultural muck that surrounds us can be blamed 

on marketers, or that the monster we call "the 

system" can be_ faulted far everything tl1at goes

wrong-or that we consider wrong. 

Martín Barbero, Jesús (1979). "lo popular y lo masivo," Cuad· 

ernos de Comumcac,ón No. 62, Mex1co C1ty. Repnnted w1th 
_ permlssion of the author 

depending on varying aims and circumstances. They 

may be viewed, Johannesen117 suggests, as extremes 

on a continuum. Ideally, ali communication should be 

horizontal. Practically, this is not always possible nor, 

perhaps, even desirable. Thus, if vertical communica­

tion has to remain on the scene, to sorne extent, what 

should not at any rate happen is that it be manipula­

tory, deceiving, exploitative and coercive. 
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